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...An Amendment That Doesn ’t 


H OUSE SPEAKER Newt Gingrich said he 
got the impression the other day that 
President Clinton was “not going to en- 
gage in an aggressive campaign” against the 
balanced budget amendment again this year. We 
hope that’s wrong. The amendment is a terrible 
measure. It would be a major abdication and a 
huge disservice to the country if the president 
chose for whatever reason not to fight it, and 
fight it hard. j 

The proposed amendment is misnamed. What 
it would enshrine in the Constitution is not a 
balanced budget but the principle of minority 
rule. Forty percent plus one of either house could 
annually hold the entire government hostage. 
The likely effect in many years would be a fatter 
budget, not a thinner one. More members would 
have to be satisfied to get the needed votes. 
What do you think would be likeliest to satisfy 
them, something more for their constituents or 
something less? 

Nor is a balanced budget always the proper 
national goal. When the economy weakens, the 
budget deficit automatically widens because peo- 
ple and businesses have less income and owe less 
in taxes, and because more people become eligi- 
ble for benefits such as unemployment compensa- 
tion and food stamps. The wider deficit in that 
particular circumstance serves to help the econo- 
my recover. A balanced budget- amendment, to 
the extent it was effective, would instead militate 
at such times in favor of tax increases and 


spending cuts whose effect would be to exacer- 
bate the economic weakness. That’s perverse. 

A balanced budget would also require spending 
cuts far larger than the proponents have fully 
acknowledged or seem to have any thing like the 
political resolve to impose. The cuts would be all 
the deeper because important parts of the budget 
have been put off limits, and because both parties 
now are also committed to cutting taxes. The 
result would have to be very big cuts in medical 
and other programs that people rightly believe 
should only be cut with forethought and purpose 
and care. There ought to be debate and delibera- 
tion about such things, and it should occur in 
advance of the amendment not come after. “We 
have the serious business of passing a balanced 
budget amendment, and I am profoundly con- 
vinced that putting the details out would make 
that virtually impossible,” new House majority 
leader Richard Armey was quoted as saying 
recently. What can that mean, except that the 
only way to pass the amendment is not to tell the 
public what passage implies? 

There’s an urgent need to reduce the deficit. 
The government shouldn’t be adding to the 
national debt at the rate of $1 trillion a presiden- 
tial term; that’s too great a burden to lay on 
future generations. But the right way to reduce 
the deficit is not to inscribe a goal in the 
Constitution. It’s to do it. Congress and the 
executive branch should go ahead and cut the 
budget — if they have the wisdom and the guts — 
and leave the Constitution alone. 



